Oliver Stone’s film is criticized 
for taking aim without evidence 
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W ASHINGTON - In his new 
film “JPK," director Oliver 
Stone purports to enlighten ui 
on two questions that hava bedeviled 
• the country fbr nearly 30 years:. Who 
killed President Kennedy end why? 

The film exonerates accused as- 
sailant Lee Harvey Oswald. It depicts 
a squad of shadowy hit men gunning 
i down Kennedy In a coup d'etat at the 
j behest of a cabal or arms makers, 
; Pentagon brass and CIA operatives. 

Their motive? To prevent peace 
I from breaking out. According to the 
film, Kennedy intended to withdraw 
i from Vietnam and to press for de* 
j tentc with Moscow. He was killed 
because the cabal had a big ideologi- 
cal-financial stake in continuing the 
/letnam War and the Cold War. 

Stone says “JFK" is “an emotion- 
al experience that speaks a higher 
truth," baaed on 25 years of research 
by sleuths like ex-New Orleans dis- 
trict attorney Jim Garrison, the mov- 
ie's hero (played by Kevin Costner). 

It is a remarkable piece of film- 
making. Brilliantly interweaving ac- 
tual news footage and re-enactments, 
presenting vary complex material in 
a riveting way, giving short shrift to 
details that raise doubts about Garri- 
son’s case, “JFK" manipulates the 
emotions very effectively. Many are 
ly md to leave the theater feelino 
that Stone’s version is the true one. 
The problem is with the facts, or 
% Of them. Critics «ay Stone hag 
viaped recklessly beyond the evi- 
dence, relying on the wild specula- 
tion of sundry assassination oufft to 
depict rumor as reality. 

They say “JFK" Is just the latest 
example of a sort of mania that has 
flared up periodically In u,S, politi- 
cal life, a phenomenon historian 
Richard HofeUdter called "the para- 
noid style." Over the years, disinfect- 
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ed groups have, Without proof, 
blamed the nation’s ills on cabals of 
Masons, bankers, Jews, water fluorl- 
dationlsts, etc. 

In much the same way, critics eay, 
Stone Is attributing the two biggest, 
most perplexing tragedies of the '60s 
- Kennedy's death and the Vietnam 
war - to yet another grand cabal, 
again without proof. 

The film's Garrison character 
even suggests the 1968 murders of 
Robert Kennedy and Martin. Luther 
King were the result of the same 
sinister force that killed John Kenne- 
dy. Reasonable people can believe 
conspiracies exist, Hoftthdler wrote, 
but what distinguishes the paranoid 
style is the perception of "a Vast’ or 
'gigantic' conspiracy as, the motive 
force in historical events,* • 

This is the kind of conspiracy the 
movie depicts, 

In a commentary on. “JFK," social 
critic Jefferson Morley wrote that the 
assassination, a' persistent unsolved 
mystery, is like an enigmatic Ror- 
schach Ink blot- into which Americans 
read their fears. 

* Enigmatic It is. What we really 
know about the killing is (hiatratingly 
skimpy: On Nov; 512, 1963, at 12:30 
p.m., Kennedy's motorcade made « 
sharp tell turn into Dealey Plaia, 
downtown Dallas. Suddenly, there 
were gunshots - witnesses disagree 
on how many. One took off the top of 
Kennedy's head. 

Some witnesses were convinced 
shots came from, a grassy knoll in 
f!ront of Kennedy, others saw a rifle- 
man at the window of the Texas 
School Book Depository, where Os- 
Mid worked, 

He was arrested that afternoon, 
accused of killing a policeman as well 
as Kennedy. Then, two days later, 
while in police custody, Oswald was 
murdered by nightclub owner Jack 
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Ruby. 

The Warren Commission, ap- 
pointed by President Johnson to 
investigate the crimes, concluded 
in 1964 that Oswald, an unstable 
leftist, had acted alone, as had 
Ruby. But in 1976 a special House 
committee concluded a conspira- 
cy was likely and, in alt probabili- 
ty, more than one gunman had 
shot at Kennedy. No researcher 
has been able to demonstrate who 
masterminded such a plot or for 
what reason. 

HAROLD WEISBERG, 78. who 

has been researching the killing 
since 1963, says Stone's biggest 
mistake was to base his story on 
Garrison’s book, “On the Trail of 
the Assassins" (1988), which as- 
serts a government cabal killed 
Kennedy and then systematically 
covered up. . 

Weisberg, who once worked 
with Garrison but quit in frustra- 
tion, says the book is a fraudulent 
apology for a botched Investiga- 
tion. 

In 1969, Garrison put New 
Orleans businessman Clay Shaw, 
whom he alleged to be a CIA 
operative, on trial for conspiracy 
to murder Kennedy. Shaw was 
acquitted after the jury deliberat- 
ed barely an hour, making Garri- 
son a laughingstock. 

Worse still, the DA was ac- 
cused by NBC news of bribing and 
threatening witnesses. 

Stone admits Garrison had 
faults, but defends using the Shaw 
trial in his film. He says CIA 
officials recently 'admitted Shaw 
had ties to the agency, and the 
House committee determined 
there had been an association “of 
an undetermined nature" be- 
tween Oswald and Shaw. 

Stone also alleges that news 
media — “paid-off journalist 
hacks," as he put it in USA Today 
— are In league with the govern- 
ment to perpetuate a conspiracy 
fwerup by criticising his film. 
‘There's an agenda here." he told 
the Los Angeles Times. "They’re . 
the Establishment, Doberman pin- 
schers trained to protect the gov- 
ernment." 

THIS COMMENT may suggest ' 
Stone is prone to see plots where 
others do not. As historian Hof- 
stadler put it, central to this way 
of thinking Is "the (feeling of 
persecution” and a tendency to 
leap beyond the facts to assert the 

existence of a cabal. • 

J® * W51 speech, for instance. 


went through a litany of national 
ills, then leaped to this conclu- 
sion: “This must be the product of 
a great conspiracy." A Communist 
plot. 

“JFK," although far from Mc- 
Carthy in ideology, makes similar 
leaps in logic to embrace conspir- 
atorial explanations, Three exaro- 
ples: • ' • . • , ... , • -. 

■ La* security. Kennedy’s se- 
curity in Dallas was appalling. 
Buildings on the motorcade route 
were not checked for snipers. The 
Secret Service was not backed up 
by military security. JFK's guards 
reacted slowly to the shots. This 
much most people agree on. 

But the film goes much far- 
ther. It leaps to the conclusion 
that, because government officials 
were responsible for JFK’s securi- 
ty and failed to protect him, the 
government had to be in on the 
plot. 

“Does that sound like a bunch 
of coincidences to you, Garrison?” 
asks the character “Mr. X" in one 
scene. "Mr. X" is a mysterious 
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informant from military intelli- 
gence who confirms for- Garrison 
that a government plot was indeed 
behind the crime. 

Of course, a simpler explana- 
tion is incompetence or human 
error in JFK’s security team. This 
.was the House committee’s con- 
clusion. 

■ “Coverup." Although War- 
ren Ctmimission members like 
Gerald pi»t> stand by their conclu- 
sions, many reputable analysts 


think the Warren Commission 
failed to conduct a thorough in- 
vestigation. With a tight deadline 
and incomplete data, it rushed to 
a one-gunman judgment. 

Just a day after Oswald was 
shot, Deputy Attorney General 
Nicholas Kalzenbach wrote in a 
memo: “The public rtiust be satis- 
fied that Oswald was the assassin; 
that he did not have confeder- 
ates.” 

In the film, Stone leaps to the 
conclusion that, because the gov- 


■ Vietnam. The film accurate- 
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